
	 

	 

	Some Secrets Refuse To Stay Buried

	Melanie Brennan’s world revolves around her daughter, and she’s worked hard to build a life rooted in safety and love. But when a disturbing incident shakes their quiet town, Melanie turns to former FBI agent Gage Landry, the one man she shouldn’t trust but can’t ignore.

	He’s intense, protective, and far too perceptive for Melanie’s comfort. Yet Gage sees through the walls she’s built, and he refuses to back down from either the mystery at hand or the connection growing between them. But uncovering the truth may demand more than she’s ready to give.

	As long-buried secrets surface and danger looms closer, Melanie and Gage must learn to trust each other if they want to protect what matters most.

	Set against the rugged backdrop of Sisters, California, Forbidden Secrets delivers emotional depth, pulse-pounding suspense, and the unforgettable power of found family.
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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	“Where do you want this desk, Mel?” Paul asked.

	“Office.” Lugging the box with her printer, Melanie followed her mom, Donna, and stepdad, each holding an end of her desk, into the room that would be her writing space. She set the printer in a corner. A small room in a small house but a space specifically for writing. The thrill had yet to wane.

	Added bonus? A French door that opened to a wide patio with a table and umbrella and incredible views of the jagged peaks of the Sierras that dominated the eastern sky. In the spring she and her little girl would fill terra-cotta pots with geraniums and petunias, or whatever pretty plants they fancied.

	Melanie had bought the small house on the big piece of property at the end of Bluebell Lane, which sounded cute but was an unpaved road with nary a bluebell in sight. Maybe they’d see some in the spring. 

	Her house-purchasing timeline had been shortened significantly with the unexpected success of her book series. That success had also bought her time to see if she could make a living as a full-time author. Her stomach clenched at the thought. If she stuck to her budget and could finish her current manuscript and build on the success of her last release, then maybe she wouldn’t have to find a day job.

	Paul and Donna followed her outside, Donna brushing her hands on her jeans. “That’s the last of the furniture. If we want to get the U-Haul back in time, we need to go.”

	“Thank you,” Melanie told her parents. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

	Donna put her hands on her hips and scanned the area. “I know what’s done is done, but I still don’t like you being so far from town.”

	“I know, Mom. But we’re not all that far, and this is what I want.” Donna had been her rock for so many years, which made it doubly hard to withstand her disapproval of the house and property Mel had chosen.

	Addy came tearing across the spotty grass of the yard as fast as her six-year-old legs could carry her. “Mom, Mom, Mom.” “Mom” times three was Adelyn’s new thing when she was excited. She skidded to a stop, dirt clinging to the knees of her jeans. 

	Grabbing Melanie’s hand, she tugged. “Mom, there’s a pumpkin in the garden. A real one. It’s connected to a vine. Can I pick it? Can we make a jack-o’-lantern? Or a pie? I think there’s a tomato plant too, and it has tomatoes on it. They’re all shriveled up. Yuck. Tomatoes are gross.” 

	“Hang on, Addy. Nana and Grandad have to leave.”

	Addy let go of Mel’s hand to fling her arms around Donna. “Bye, Nana. Love you.”

	Paul crouched for his hug and Addy wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you for the new bed you got me.” 

	 Melanie moved in for her hugs. “Love you.” 

	Donna hugged her back. “I’m glad you found what you wanted, my girl,” she murmured. “We’ll come back in the morning and help you get settled.”

	Once Donna and Paul had driven away, Addy took Melanie’s hand. “C’mon, Mom. You have to come see the pumpkin.”

	Melanie allowed herself to be tugged across the yard. “Show me this pumpkin, then we’re making tacos to celebrate our first dinner in our new house.” 

	“I love tacos.” Addy’d be happy with tacos for dinner seven days a week. 

	Melanie shivered, glad for the heavy flannel she wore. “It’s getting cold.”

	“I’m not cold.” How many times had Melanie heard that when she wanted to bundle her girl up?

	The high wire fence bordering the garden probably meant deer were a problem. The gate hung open, and Addy pulled her across the uneven soil. A sad-looking tomato plant with a couple of sickly tomatoes, which did indeed look gross, grew at the end of one long row. Along the back fence that bordered the creek, a leafy vine had twined itself through the wire. 

	Addy pulled back a large leaf. “See? It’s a pumpkin.” Her gummy grin highlighted the recent loss of her top front baby teeth.

	Melanie crouched to examine the bright orange pumpkin about the size of a soccer ball. “That’s a terrific pumpkin. I wonder if there are more.”

	Addy began searching through leaves already turning brown with fall. “Do you think the person we bought the house from planted this pumpkin and forgot to take it with them?”

	“The house was vacant for a year, so I think anything growing came up volunteer.”

	“What’s volun ̶ ” Addy stilled, and Melanie followed her line of vision. 

	“Mom. It’s a dog and it has a ball in its mouth.”

	A beautiful golden retriever stood at the open gate with a tennis ball clamped in its jaws, tail wagging. Knowing her daughter, Melanie laid a hand on her shoulder.

	“What are the rules, Adelyn?”

	“Don’t get too close, let the dog come to you. Let it smell your hand. If there’s an owner, ask permission.” She glanced up. “Mom, I think it’s a stray and needs a home. It found us because it wants to be part of our family.”

	Addy showed no subtlety in her campaign to get a dog. Maybe now that they were in their new house, who knew?

	“Do you think a stray walks around with a ball in its mouth?”

	“Maybe?”

	They retraced their steps across the garden, the pumpkin forgotten. Addy approached the dog, talking to it in a soft voice. She stopped with her hand outstretched. The dog was having nothing to do with rules. Tail wagging its entire body, it gave Addy a quick sniff then shoved its head under her hand.

	Addy went down on her knees and stroked the dog’s head. “It’s friendly, Mom. Do you think it’s a girl or a boy? I wonder what its name is. I think it’s a stray and needs a home.” Still holding the ball, the dog dropped to the ground and rolled onto its back. Melanie could have sworn the dog sighed when Addy rubbed her belly.

	“She’s a girl and she’s got a collar,” Melanie pointed out. “I bet her people live on our road.”

	Melanie glanced at the house closest to them. Their place had uninspired architecture from the eighties with a basic stucco exterior while their nearest neighbor’s home was gorgeous and made of wood with stone cladding and lots of windows. A creek ran between their properties.

	The dog rolled to her feet and dropped the ball in front of Addy. Her gaze went from Addy to the ball, then back again.

	“She wants me to throw it.” Addy picked up the ball and tossed it high in the air. 

	The dog pounced on it and dropped it on her sneaker. This time when Addy threw the ball, it sailed over the wire fence. Dog and girl ran for the gate. 

	A sharp whistle pierced the air and the dog skidded to a stop. Her head whipped between where the ball had landed and the direction of the whistle. Seemingly unable to decide what to do, she collapsed on the ground.

	Addy dropped next to the dog, who rolled so her big head lay in Addy’s lap. Another whistle and the dog closed her eyes. Addy buried her hands in the dog’s golden fur. They both looked in the direction of approaching footsteps.

	A man stepped from the pine trees lining the creek.

	Melanie blinked to clear her vision, convinced her imagination was playing tricks on her. The man looked exactly how she’d written Alaric, the brooding warrior hero of her romantasy series. If Hollywood ever came calling, this guy would land the role without an audition.

	Long dark hair swept back from a high forehead. High cheekbones and a jaw that might have been carved from stone. Dark brows slashed over eyes that seemed to assess her like she was a threat, or an inconvenience. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, tall and lean with the kind of presence that made the air around him feel ten degrees cooler.

	And he was scowling. 

	Great.

	“C’mon, Pancake.” His voice held a rough edge.

	“Her name’s Pancake? Why’s her name Pancake?” Addy turned her face up to the man. Pancake opened one eye, then closed it, and gave a blissful groan when Addy stroked her neck.

	His long pause had Melanie worried he was going to ignore Addy’s question. When he finally spoke, it was like he had to force the words past his lips.

	“Yeah, her name’s Pancake. I’ll let you guess why.”

	“I bet she likes to eat pancakes.” Addy grinned. “She’s not a very good listener.”

	“Right on both counts.”

	Telling herself firmly there was no way Alaric had come to life and lived next door, and deciding one of them had to demonstrate good manners, Melanie cleared her throat. “I’m Melanie, this is my daughter Adelyn.” She gestured to the house across the gully. “We, ah, I guess we’re neighbors.”

	There was a long searching look that made Melanie think he could read every thought in her head before his expression returned to neutral. “Gage.”

	He switched his attention to his now snoring dog.

	“Aw, she’s sleeping on my lap.” Addy gently rubbed Pancake’s nose with her finger.

	“She’s faking it. Pancake, get up.” He nudged the dog with a booted toe.

	“She can stay with us if she wants. I’m six and responsible. I’ll take care of her.” Addy must’ve realized inviting the dog to stay required parental approval because she asked, “Mom, can Pancake stay with us? Please?” Did every kid in America make “please” into a long drawn-out entreaty?

	“Ah, no. Pancake belongs to Mister Gage and he wants to take her home. Why don’t you find her ball and maybe we can coax her to her feet.”

	Addy scooted out from under the dog’s massive head and trotted after the ball.

	Gage jammed his hands in his pockets. His serious expression, which had barely eased when talking to Addy, returned. “Pancake likes kids and has trouble with boundaries. She bothers you, chase her off. She’ll eventually get the message.”

	“You met my daughter. You’re more at risk of her appropriating your dog than Pancake being shooed away.”

	Addy returned. “Here, Pancake, here. Here’s your ball.”

	Pancake sprang to her feet and stood quivering, proving she had indeed been faking it. With the dog’s attention laser-focused on the ball, Addy tossed it in the air and Pancake leaped to catch it.

	Gage produced a leash from his pocket and snapped it onto the dog’s collar. Pancake immediately dropped her head and stared at the ground, the ball in her mouth.

	Gage tugged on the leash. “C’mon, Pancake.” He raised his gaze to Mel’s. “Now that she knows there’s a kid here, it’ll be a battle to keep her away.”

	“We like dogs. Pancake can visit us any time, right, Mom?”

	Addy’s utter confidence that Mel would back her up meant there wasn’t a chance she’d disagree. “Yeah, we like dogs. Pancake is welcome.”

	Gage shook his head. “You say that now. You’ve been warned.”

	With the reluctant Pancake plodding after him, occasionally turning her head to gaze woefully at Addy, man and dog disappeared into the trees.

	 

	***

	 

	Wearing only sweatpants, Gage wandered into the kitchen, Pancake following him, her nails tapping on the tiles. He scrubbed a hand over his face. He’d thought he’d broken the cycle of night terrors, yet here he was with the groggy hangover from the nasty dream clouding his brain. At two in the morning he’d lunged up in bed, breath jammed in his throat, heart racing. He’d been back in that black hellhole, Tino standing over Rafe, fingers smeared red. Blood dripping from the long-bladed hunting knife forming a puddle in the dirt. 

	Tino, a cartel enforcer out of Mexico, was a sadistic motherfucker. The nightmare brought back horrific memories and made Gage queasy. Shackled to the wall, chains cutting into his skin. Straining with all his might to break free. Knowing escape from the compound was impossible. Tino had become the focus of his rage. Gage could only hope to somehow kill the evil bastard and take out as many of the others as he could before they ended him. 

	But he hadn’t been able to do a goddamned thing to stop the twisted fuck from using that knife on his partner. The worst part had been the utter helplessness of watching Rafe die as the life drained out of him.

	Head bent, Gage rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. The night terrors had left him alone for the past couple months. Maybe the bureau-mandated therapy had helped. But last night he’d been slammed back into the memories, and the aftereffect felt like his soul had been ripped from his body.

	He dropped his hand and punched the start button on his coffeemaker and stared at it until the smell of fresh brew began to permeate the air.

	Pancake headbutted the back of his leg.

	“You’re not subtle, you know that?” In the mudroom adjacent to the kitchen, he scooped dog food into her dish. She stared at the kibble, then at Gage. “It’s your own damn fault. Vet says the canned shit makes your farts into toxic gas clouds. Now you get straight-up kibble.” He could have sworn his dog sighed before giving up on the guilt trip and digging in.

	 Gage grabbed socks and a heavy shirt from a basket of clean clothes. He hated folding clothes. He also hated grocery shopping, but he liked to eat so that was another chore on the list for today. Socks on, he buttoned the shirt against the chill. Having inhaled her breakfast, Pancake nosed her way through the dog door. He didn’t have a fenced yard, but his dog generally stayed close and did her business out in the trees, same spot every day so it was easy to clean up.

	He returned to the kitchen and grabbed a mug from the cupboard. It had a heart around the sappy words “Best Brother Ever.” It’d been a gift from Emery at Christmas. 

	Gage wasn’t anyone’s brother anymore, but he couldn’t bring himself to toss it. His best friend’s wife refused to leave him to his solitude and generally bullied him into attending family events. When he’d pointed out they weren’t his family, her wounded look had stung. Which had been exactly her intent. Now the mug was somehow the one he reached for first. He filled it with coffee, blowing across the top before taking that first hit while standing at the sink and looking out the window. 

	The view never failed to center him. He figured living in the mountains helped him heal more than the therapy. There was Payback Mountain towering mightily behind the ridge that rose like a shelf about a quarter mile behind Bluebell Lane. The mountain sky was a deeper blue than any place he’d ever been, and the tall, shaggy pines swept up the slopes like an advancing army. 

	He often saw deer, and had even seen bear a couple times. When he and Rafael had been in that hole in the ground, he’d thought he wouldn’t live long enough to see anything like that again. Rafe hadn’t.

	Gage took nothing in his life for granted. 

	He shifted his gaze to the house across the way. Meeting his neighbor had been like a sucker punch to the face. He didn’t like having that kind of reaction to a woman. And the kid? Little Addy was a firecracker. She’d grinned up at him with twin dimples, her top teeth missing, and a light shining in her eyes that had him rubbing a hand over his heart. That’s how kids should be. Happy and free, not worrying whether the electricity would stay on, or if your sister would survive her diagnosis.

	Addy was a dead ringer for her mom, minus twenty-odd years. Same dark hair that was nearly black but not quite, same deep brown eyes with glints of gold, same pointed chin. Melanie hadn’t smiled so he didn’t know if the kid’s dimples came down that side of the gene pool. And while Addy’s hair went down her back, the mom’s was cut short, a thick cap that left the long curve of her neck exposed.

	It wasn’t even eight and the older couple who’d been there the day before were coming up the driveway from where they’d parked a pickup truck. The woman carried a caddy of drinks and the old guy a white paper bag Gage would bet had the Three Sisters Bakery logo printed on it. He had a sudden craving for their blueberry lemon muffins. He didn’t go to the bakery often because invariably there’d be some old geezer looking for someone to shoot the shit with. There wasn’t much Gage disliked more than making idle conversation.

	The kid ran out, her mom following her. The flash of a smile lit up Melanie’s face. It packed a punch but was too far away to confirm dimples. 

	He turned over the thought that had occurred to him after meeting her the day before. After being rescued from the cartel, Gage had arrived in Sisters following a weeks-long hospital stay. He’d been in bad shape, lost too much blood. But he’d been alive. At the time, he’d wanted nothing more than to find somewhere dark to lick his wounds. 

	When he’d healed enough, at least physically, to be discharged, Shane had stepped in. His best friend from college, a brother in every way that mattered (hence the mug), Shane Keller had shown up at the hospital and informed Gage he was coming home with him to recover. 

	He’d loaded Gage in his pickup and taken him to Lone Pine Ranch near Sisters. Gage had been too beat down to put up much resistance. His mother had wanted him home, but she’d recently gotten married and didn’t need to be worrying about him. Beyond that, he’d needed space, and the ranch had a helluva lot of space.

	Gage’s natural inclination was to keep people at a distance. Superficial relationships kept his life simple, and he liked simple. But staying at the ranch had meant Shane’s friends showing up to hang out or help with a project. Somehow, he still wasn’t sure how it’d happened, they’d made him part of what was essentially a family. And they hadn’t let go. 

	The core of that group were the women, the three half-sisters, Delaney, Emery, and Cam. Over the past couple years they’d paired off. Emery and Shane had gotten hitched, while the other two had married the McGrath brothers, Delaney with Walker and Cam with Sawyer. The most recent wedding meant two others in their group, Owen and Keeley, had tied the knot. And now they were all having babies.

	It was like none of them realized how precarious life could be. Anyone could be living in a normal family, safe and secure one moment, and the next the rug was pulled right out from under them, leaving them scrambling to survive.

	He shook his head to clear it and focus on the thought that’d occurred to him. A few weeks before, Gage had been at the McGrath clan’s Cider Mill Farm and Delaney’d mentioned a friend from high school was moving back to Sisters and had bought a house. The friend’s name? Melanie Brennan. He hadn’t gotten his neighbor’s last name, and the name Melanie wasn’t uncommon. But add in that she was about the right age and Delaney’d said she had a daughter, and Gage had a feeling he knew more about his neighbor than she might be comfortable with.

	Over a decade ago, Delaney’s Melanie had been at the heart of an atrocity that had rocked the community and sent Walker to prison, framed for a crime he hadn’t committed. The crime? Sexual assault against Melanie.

	Gage took a deep pull of his coffee, feeling the warmth spread through his chest. Because he had a background with federal law enforcement, he’d gone over the details of the case with Walker and his cop brother, Sawyer. Walker’s conviction had eventually been overturned, but the perpetrator had never been caught. The injustice against Walker was bad enough, but that Gage’s neighbor might’ve been the victim? Fucking infuriating.

	Movement at her house snagged his attention. “Shit.”

	There were two doors that opened to his neighbor’s patio, a French door at the far end and a slider that led to the kitchen at the other. His dog had planted her butt outside the kitchen, tail swishing, peering through the glass like a nosy neighbor. The door slid open and Addy kneeled on the threshold to embrace Pancake in what looked like a lovefest. When the mutual adoration was over, Addy rose and Pancake bounded inside like she’d been invited for a sleepover.

	“Dammit.” Pancake didn’t only like pancakes. She would consume the entire contents of that bakery bag if given a chance. 

	He pulled on his running shoes and grabbed a leash. With a last hit of coffee, he left the house and followed the trail that wound through the trees and over the footbridge spanning the creek. He approached the back patio and the slider opened again. 

	Melanie stood, arm pointing. “Out, Pancake.” 

	Addy’s voice carried from inside. “But Mom, she can’t help it if she’s hungry.”

	“Adelyn, she just ate a whole croissant.”

	“Maybe she didn’t have breakfast. Hey, she has my stuffie.”

	Pancake bolted through the door with a brightly colored toy in her mouth. He couldn’t really blame the dog since the kid toy looked like a dog toy. Addy raced after her, which meant a fun game of chase to Pancake.

	Before she could take off, Gage gave a sharp command. “Pancake, sit.” Pancake skidded to a stop, and to her credit, sat with what looked to be a stuffed penguin clamped in her jaws. “Drop it.” 

	Pancake shook her head.

	Addy’s peal of laughter rang through the morning air. “She understood you, Mister Gage. But she’s still not a good listener.”

	Melanie had gone back in the house and returned with a pink coat. Addy pulled it on, her attention on Gage. She scrunched her nose. “Is your wife Mrs. Gage?”

	“Addy, don’t be rude.”

	“But I want to know.”

	“She’s fine,” Gage said, then addressed Addy. “Just Gage, no ‘mister,’ and there’s no Mrs. Gage. Sorry about Pancake. She has a hard time overcoming her baser instincts.” He motioned to the dog. “Drop it, Pancake.”

	“What are baser instincts?”

	“Pancake’s baser instinct is her desire for mayhem.”

	“Oh.”

	“And mayhem is a good word for what Pancake stirs up.”

	Melanie gave him a quick look. Her cardigan had slipped off one smooth shoulder to reveal the strap of a tank top. No bra strap made him wonder if she was wearing one. And he should definitely stop those thoughts. Any idea the hard punch of attraction the day before had been a one-off was definitively proven wrong. Fuck.

	She cast an amused glance in his direction. Gage took it as a plus she didn’t appear pissed about the croissant. “You’re right that Pancake knows no boundaries. Has she had obedience training?”

	“Several classes. She uses her manners only when she wants to.”

	Pancake dropped to the ground and began tugging at the penguin’s wings. 

	“Hey, Pancake, give me my stuffie.” Addy reached for it and Pancake was ready to play tug. Gage made a grab for her, but she evaded him and pulled the penguin from Addy’s grip. Addy grabbed it again and in seconds the penguin was ripped open, and bits of fluff littered the patio pavers. 

	Gage expected tears, but Addy turned to him, eyes wide. “Is this mayhem?”

	The kid killed him. “This is exactly mayhem.”

	He grabbed Pancake by the collar and snapped on her leash, saying in a firm voice, “No, Pancake.”

	“Yeah, Pancake,” Addy said. “That’s not nice.” 

	Pancake didn’t give a shit about Gage’s admonishment, but ducked her head when Addy spoke.

	The older couple came to the door to watch the drama. Great, an audience.

	“Sorry, kid. It looks like I owe you a stuffed penguin.”

	“It’s okay. Mom’s good at fixing things. Maybe she can fix Puffy the Penguin.”

	Melanie was wearing black leggings, the deep green cardigan hanging below her hips. She bent down to gather the fluff. Gage liked a curvy woman and Melanie had good ones. He forced himself to look away from her perfect heart-shaped ass. Nope. Not going there. He didn’t want to be attracted. He hadn’t seen a husband or boyfriend, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. Even if she wasn’t attached, Gage wasn’t relationship material. He was finally feeling like he had his shit together and didn’t need any more complications than those already dogging him.

	Melanie rested her hands on her knees. “I don’t think Puffy can be saved, Addy. We’ll have to give him a proper burial.”

	“It’s okay. Pancake thought we were playing.” Addy looped an arm around Pancake’s neck, ducking her head as she whispered in the dog’s ear.

	The older woman came out onto the patio, eyes narrowed at Gage. He knew a protective parent when he saw one. He handed Addy the leash. “Hold on to this a minute.”

	He crossed to the woman and held out his hand. “Gage Landry. Pancake and I live next door.”

	She shook his hand. “Donna Bukowski. I’m Melanie’s mom. This is her stepdad, Paul.”

	Gage shook Paul’s hand.

	“We live in Sisters proper,” Paul said. The guy looked to be about seventy and had an erect posture and a shrewd gaze. Gage pegged him as ex-military. “Mel or Addy need anything, they’ve got us.”

	“Got it. Sorry about Pancake. She’s a thief and likes kids. I’ll work on keeping her from bothering your daughter and granddaughter.”

	“I like dogs and can deal with Pancake.” Melanie telegraphed a warning glance to her mom, then turned back to Gage. “Addy’d be heartbroken if she couldn’t visit with her new bff.”

	“Yeah, I’d be heartbroken.”

	The two of them turning big brown eyes on him? He was positive there wasn’t a man alive who could withstand their pull and he didn’t like it.

	“That doesn’t mean she can come to your house and be a pain in the…butt.” Melanie’s raised brow said clearly he was on shaky ground.

	He took the leash from Addy and Pancake did her best prisoner-facing-the-executioner walk. “C’mon, mooch. And don’t even think about slow walking it.” He gave a general wave and tugged Pancake to follow him.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	“Bye, Mom. Bye, Pancake.”

	Melanie watched her little girl climb the steps to the bus with her green and pink backpack. Thursday had been move-in day, then Friday afternoon she and Addy had gone to Mill Creek Elementary, where they’d met her new teacher, Mrs. Delgado, who had shown them her classroom with its small-scale furniture and cheery bulletin boards.

	It was hard being the new kid. Melanie could only hope the first graders weren’t cliquish and would accept Addy for the terrific kid she was. For her first day, Melanie had wanted to drive her to school, but Addy’d been excited to ride the bus and then delighted when Pancake had joined them on their walk up the lane.

	The kids from the house at the top of the road had been at the bus stop. The little girl was Olivia and her brother, Jordy. “He’s nine and I’m six,” Olivia told Addy.

	Melanie’d been as thrilled as Addy when they’d learned Olivia was also in Mrs. Delgado’s class.

	The bus pulled away and Melanie waved while Pancake let out an unhappy howl. She dropped her hand on the dog’s head. “You and me both, friend.”

	Melanie trudged up the driveway and around to the back patio. She paused to soak up the moment. She’d done it. She had a place where Addy could have the childhood she deserved. A place where her daughter could run wild and do kid things. 

	There was a barn with a run-down chicken coop. No chickens now, and to avoid being asked about them twenty times a day, she was waiting to tell Addy, but they’d get chicks once the weather warmed in the spring. Which would give her the time to work on repairs. 

	Then there was the fenced garden. She had so many plans for that. Add in the creek and the big oak tree in the yard with the tire swing, and there was so much for her little girl to explore and do.

	Sure, they were a bit out of town and cell coverage was iffy and the house needed work. Lots of work. Runs to the grocery store would take longer. Addy would be taking the bus to school. But Melanie was determined this place would be good for them and worth every penny she’d scrimped and saved for years to afford.

	In the house with a cup of tea, she considered the pile of carefully labeled boxes stacked in a corner of the living room. As much as she wanted to unpack, she resisted the temptation. Answering emails and fulfilling her social media obligations were the priority. Those chores were aspects of being a writer she didn’t hate but didn’t exactly love either.

	At ten o’clock Melanie closed the lid to her laptop, tipping her head to stretch her neck. Posts were scheduled for the week, she’d responded to messages from readers, and sent an email to her editor. A half hour later, showered and with jeans replacing joggers for a trip to town, she was ready to go. Post office, hardware store, bank, then grocery store. If she could complete all her errands and be back by lunchtime, she’d have a couple hours to work on her manuscript before the bus brought Addy home. Maybe there’d be time to tackle unpacking a couple boxes before dinner.

	She drove her smallish SUV along the winding road that connected Bluebell Lane to the town of Sisters and wondered again if she’d made the right choice in returning to her hometown. She’d been seventeen when she left Sisters. She and her mom had moved to Portland after her world had imploded. 

	She’d worked with her therapist to process and manage the memories—the hood thrown over her head, the sexual assault—but that didn’t mean they didn’t sometimes show up like a movie reel playing on repeat in her head.

	Queen’s “You’re My Best Friend” blared from her phone, a welcome break from her tortured thoughts. Esmeralda Padilla was her go-to for getting out of her head.

	Melanie tapped the accept button on her steering wheel. “Hey, friend.”

	“Mel, guess what? I have a date. A real date that’s not a sympathy date.”

	Melanie smiled as her friend’s voice filled the car. “A non-sympathy date is awesome.” Sweet and kind and radiating girl-next-door charm, Esme never had trouble attracting attention. The problem was her inability to say no. She hated hurting anyone’s feelings, which had led to too many dates completely lacking in sparkage.

	“That’s the best part. It was totally organic,” Esme gushed. “Isla and I were at the park and he was there with his daughter. His name is Andres and he’s a single dad. He works from home doing tech work. We met up at the park a few more times and yesterday he asked me out. We still have to work out what day, but I’m excited.”

	“I can tell you like him.”

	“I do. But I’m shutting up about him until I give you the post-date analysis because I don’t want to jinx it.” Esme took a breath. “Tell me all about you and my Addy and how you’re surviving up in the mountains.”

	She made it sound like moving to Sisters meant leaving civilization behind.

	“Sisters is not the wilderness, Esme, as you’ll see when you visit.” 

	“You don’t exactly live in town, right? So it’s really the wilderness.”

	“Not in town, but I’m not out in the middle of the woods, either. Promise.”

	“Have you seen a bear? Remember that reel I shared with you? That bear got into someone’s car and made a stinking mess. I read up on it and bears break into cars because they’re looking for food. Make
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